musical world of it needs to be consistent. You want all of that within a music theatre song too, but the driving force, the thing that you always have to come back to, is how it is serving the story. Is the music giving us information that wouldn't be there if the character wasn't singing? Is it serving the right story? Is it telling the truth of the story? Is it maybe communicating something that the character doesn't know how to say?
Most people understand how lyrics can be used to support the story, but less obvious is how music can be used to serve the story.
BRITTA: I like to think about what part of the song isn't being said, and what that might sound like. Where does that sit in the musical world? What will get it closer to saying what it needs to say? The music is another character, and when you use it, suddenly you're saying what you mean in a way that you weren't before.
ANIKA:
Music can take you somewhere. It reaches past what we think about into what we feel, and what we can't express consciously. Music is so evocative. It takes you there immediately.
BARB:
It can also help you communicate two different things at the same time. For example, at the beginning of "Green Finch and Linnet Bird" in Sweeney Todd, underneath the pretty thing that she's about to sing is a line of dissonance. You know so much about her situation because of that. Even though she's singing this beautiful song about being free, you know there's something very wrong, and it has to do with what's going on in the music.
Can you talk a bit about the relationship between music and lyrics in your work?
COLLEEN: I can only speak from the way that I write with Akiva [Romer-Segal] . The way that we write is lyric-first. Akiva will go away with everything he's been thinking about and pour that into very well-crafted lyrics. Then he brings them to me and we work together to set the music. Usually, I can tell if a song is working out really well if I can sit down at the piano and almost immediately start to sing and write it. I don't know where it's going, exactly, but it's almost like it leads me in a certain direction. Don't get me wrong, there is definitely a lot of hard work that comes after that point, but there's a certain magical time right after Akiva gives me a lyric where I feel like, if it's working, then, for a minute, it just kind of writes itself. And when the song's not working, I can tell immediately. There's a disconnect between what I am trying to do with the music, and what he's done with the lyric, and we have to find a middle ground, or a higher ground together.
BRITTA: When I'm writing a character that's like me, the words are the first part that I write. I kind of understand what she's trying to say. But when I'm dealing with a character that I don't understand, then I wonder, what does that character sound like? What music do they listen to? What music do they live in? I find that music is usually the way in when it's a character that I can't access easily. Which is exciting to me.
What about determining when a song is necessary?
ANIKA: Since Barb and I often collaborate on everything -book, music, and lyric-we often structure a show at the beginning to decide where we think the songs are going to go. When you are writing it, you can't hold to that too rigidly because sometimes, when you are reading and singing it through, your instinct will be that the balance is off. You will suddenly realize that there has to be music somewhere else. It's often an intuitive thing.
COLLEEN:
Akiva and I will talk about the overall plot of the show with whatever book writer we are working with, and then Akiva will go away, song-spot, and come back. It's really interesting to see where he thinks the songs are. Sometimes, I'll have exactly the same instincts as him, and other times, not. And sometimes, we will get to a moment where he thought there would be a song, and even though there are great lyrics, the music is just not coming out of me at that moment. We had one recently where I was banging my head against the wall because I couldn't write it, and then it just clicked for me that the characters shouldn't be singing there. I had to say to Akiva, "I promise I'm not doing this just because I can't write it." It's hard. You have to know when you need to keep chipping away at something, and when something's just not a moment that is singing.
ANIKA:
That's one of the biggest things you learn as you get better at writing-what's good work, and what is the wrong work.
BARB:
It's like good pain and bad pain.
ANIKA:
The other night, Britta and I were writing a song. We had spent a whole day on a draft, and then at 10:30 p.m. we realized… it was the wrong song. We wrote the wrong song.
BRITTA:
But the next day we got together and wrote it in an hour. And because we had spent all that time doing it wrong, the right one was just behind the door. COLLEEN: Akiva and I did the Johnny Mercer Songwriters Project in Chicago, which was amazing. They fly you there and put you up in dormitories at Northwestern University for a week with all of your fellow songwriters. It was like the best summer camp ever. Everyone was up all night writing songs, and then presenting them the next day. That was six or seven years ago, before there was as much of an infrastructure as we have in Canada today. You don't necessarily need to go to the States anymore to have that kind of an opportunity.
ANIKA: I took a course with Leslie Arden years ago, that Jim Betts was coordinating. It was the first thing that I had ever done. I brought in a song that I was so confident about, and she trashed it, and I realized how much I had to learn. It was great. BRITTA: I did NoteWorthy here in my last year of university, and I was a part of the Composium last year with Leslie. But also, as I look back, I think a lot of how Anika and I both ended up here comes from our parents being pit musicians at Stratford. We would go and see the musical ten times every year. It's just part of our language, and our musical ear. We grew up with it as such a normal method of storytelling that I think the structure of a musical is just something that we understand.
BARB:
For me it's been almost entirely grassroots and learning from peers, which makes it sometimes a longer journey, but I feel like I've learned a lot doing it. Anika and I did Musical Works in Concert with Tracy Michailidis a few years ago with Blood Ties. And then working with Anika and Suzy Wilde on Summerland, a show that Wexford Performing Arts commissioned from us, we learned a lot. And my father [Bob Johnston] is a composer. He did the Master's program at NYU, and my whole life growing up he was workshopping shows. I grew up hearing him explaining the eleven o'clock number, or explaining when a song should happen. So, I kind of grew up on it. It's like a family business for me. ANIKA: Increasingly festivals are becoming the only way to get work launched and seen. I feel like in the past, there was the idea of the "Fringe-type musical," but now a lot of work is being done at a professional level, or at least with professional ambitions, at the Fringe.
It has really changed a lot in the last three or four years. There's been a transition from making tickle-trunk-style Fringe shows to seeing the Fringe as a way to get a show developed or produced. The thing is, you can make your show as slick as you want, but it is still the Fringe. You have things that the public might not understand: like, often you move into the space the day of your first performance; you have fifteen minutes to get in and fifteen minutes to get out; you are warming up in an alley, or you are waiting in a tent until just before you go on. So, you are not dealing with the same conditions as a regular show.
ANIKA:
And then there's how arts criticism applies to that.
BARB:
Yes, that is a big thing-getting reviewed the way that a professional run gets reviewed on an opening night. We have to change the way we think about that, educate the public a bit more, or maybe decide that the first performance isn't reviewed. I don't know what the answer is. Fringe is amazing, and so important, but it is also changing, and I think the way people think about it may have to change a little too.
BRITTA:
Especially with musicals that have all these other complications in the set up. You are setting up the band, the sound, and often the casts are bigger, and the needs are bigger. It's almost as though, even if you have the greatest team, no matter what it will end up basically being a really informative and exciting staged workshop. Musicals need staged workshops, and they're expensive to put on, so more and more that's where you do it. The Fringe is becoming so important in this country because of that.
ANIKA:
What is sometimes missing, though, is the infrastructure to take something that may have shone in the Fringe and [to] give it the resources to take it to the next step. Otherwise, you end up topping out at the Fringe level. You have Fringe hit after Fringe hit, and people are asking you what's happening next, but it's left up to you to make it happen. We can't do all of those things as creators at the grassroots level. It's a lot of hustle just to get the show 
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written. That's why things like The Musical Stage Company and the CMTP are so exciting because they are providing that bridge. But it would great if there was more of that stuff.
Prom Queen: The Musical was developed through the Canadian Music Theatre Project (CMTP) at Sheridan College, and then premiered at the Segal Centre in Montreal. Colleen, can you talk a bit about that experience? COLLEEN: Mary Young Leckie, the producer, sought out Marc Hall to tell his story as a TV movie. Then she and Kent Staines, the screenwriter, decided they wanted to see it become a musical. Once we joined the team, the musical's first step was the CMTP at Sheridan College. Michael Rubinoff [Associate Dean of Visual and Performing Arts at Sheridan, and founding producer of the CMTP] is such an amazing force in this industry right now, and he allowed us to come and work with his students and put these songs into the voices of real people for the first time. Since then, we have had more opportunities to workshop the piece and we are so grateful for the support we've been given.
Prom Queen really dances, more than a lot of Canadian musicals. How did your development process support that?
COLLEEN: You can't have a show about a prom without dancing. (Laughs.) So there was no question there was going to be lots of dancing in that show. We were so lucky. One of the most amazing things about working with the Segal Centre in Montreal was that Lisa Rubin said we had to get Sean Cheesman to choreograph it. He's worked all over the world with Janet Jackson, Michael Jackson, So You Think You Can Dance Canada and US. That kind of opportunity does not come along all the time for us Canadian writers.
In fact, it is in stark contrast to most of the shows we write, where choreography is often the last thing you have time to think about. Especially when you are doing a Fringe show, when there is almost no money to bring in a choreographer, and no time to choreograph it. I love dance. I think it goes hand in hand with musical theatre, so I think that that's one of the things we need to work on. It would be great to have the funds to make sure that we're not leaving dance until the end-if it's a musical that lends itself to dancing.
ANIKA:
As long as there's music, even if it doesn't lend itself to big dance numbers, it certainly lends itself to movement. And again, because of time and budgetary constraints at the grassroots level of development, it's rare that you get the opportunity to explore that. Barb and I have an amazing opportunity when we work at Wexford because we have 200 teenagers who will dance for us. Our imaginations are on fire when we write for them. We can stage these huge production numbers, but then, of course, anyone who comes to see the shows asks how we would do that with a professional cast. And it's a good question. (Laughs.) COLLEEN: It's interesting. We have these well-known first few steps of writing a musical. There's a first reading where sometimes you just read the lyrics so that the bookwriter has stuff to work with, and then there's when you get together to sing the songs and figure out if the music is working, but we don't seem to have that first step for how the piece moves. But movement is such an important part of the story.
BRITTA:
And with so many hit shows, it's clear that movement has been a part of the storytelling since the beginning. There's someone there who's been thinking of the way it looks, the way it moves, and the way that the story is told through the bodies for the whole process. I feel like it's been limiting here in terms of that.
ANIKA: Britta and I are developing a new show right now that's experimental in a lot of ways, and we are having Barb develop choreography from the beginning with us. She is also a choreographer, so from the ground up, that's going to be part of the conception of the show. It's a new thing to try for us, and I'm excited to see what that will bring.
We've talked about your relationship to musical theatre as writers, but how about your relationship to it as women? Is that something that you think about?
ANIKA: Barb and I have realized that in the things we create together, we are almost obsessed with the woman's experience. We 
There's a first reading where sometimes you just read the lyrics so that the bookwriter has stuff to work with, and then there's when you get together to sing the songs and figure out if the music is working, but we don't seem to have that first step for how the piece moves. ctr 171 summer 2017
Good Pain and Bad Pain: Talking About Writing Musicals (in Canada) | FEATURES BARB: I work a lot at Wexford and we do variety shows where you pick a number for the girls and then a number for the boys. In most musicals, there's maybe one good number for the girls. It's almost always about men, and it's often less popular than the male numbers, which have all this testosterone and energy and excitement. I've always been annoyed about that in musicals. Like, in West Side Story, there is "When You're a Jet" and "Cool," and then there's "I Feel Pretty." The most important thing for me is to see more roles for women that are not just about "when will I get married" or "I feel pretty." I want to make a big bold numbers for women to sing that are cool, and I want to make songs that are about what women really experience, which are all sorts of things. Pain and Bad Pain: Talking About Writing Musicals (in Canada) ANIKA: And that includes writing for the voices of all kinds of people who have not been represented.
BARB:
Which is most people in the world.
COLLEEN:
When I was younger, I would sing whatever song was my favourite, over and over, and it wouldn't be a song that necessarily was sung by a female. I would just put it in my key. That's kind of how I started accompanying myself on piano, which eventually turned into writing songs. I would take the song and make it work for me. I see that coming out in the writing that Akiva and I do. Maybe 70 per cent of the songs we write could be sung by either gender, or somebody who doesn't fit in the gender binary. I get sheet music requests for songs that I've written in a certain key, based on the gender of the role in the show, but if it doesn't work for the new singer I'm often happy to change it. A song can mean different things to different people, so why not let as many people sing it as possible? Do you feel a part of a tradition, past or present, of female musical theatre writers?
ANIKA: Perhaps a bit in Canada. We've all worked with Leslie Arden, and she's certainly a huge role model within the Canadian scene, but I don't think in the larger world of musical theatre the tradition is there much at all.
BRITTA:
Or even in the world of music. I trained at the University of Toronto in composition, and I was one of very few females in my program. There was one female composition teacher, but she mostly taught Master's students. It's very male-dominated in that respect as well.
BARB:
I was heartbroken as a child when I learned that Meredith Willson was a man. (Laughter.) COLLEEN: It's funny because when we go to meet ups, or attend things like the Composium-I think that's maybe where I met some of you-we'll go and meet everyone, and give big hugs, and then look around and notice, yep, we are the girls. (Laughter.) And we are always the girls. But I love that too. When I started out in the Toronto musical theatre scene, I didn't know you ladies, so it's cool to walk into that room and see your faces. And now, we see a few new faces every time we go, so actually, this is a pretty incredible time. And I really do feel like we have such a supportive community. I never feel like we are in competition. I feel like we are just raising each other up. I'm very proud of that actually. I love the way that we interact together. ctr 171 summer 2017
Good Pain and Bad Pain: Talking About Writing Musicals (in Canada) | FEATURES BRITTA: I agree. I think ten good shows in a row by a lot of different people helps everyone more than if it is just one big show. And the more that a lot of exciting stuff is happening in our field here at one time, the more it is going to feel like there's a Canadian musical scene and that something exciting is happening. And the more people will get curious about it.
COLLEEN: I'm always excited when I see that people are going to your shows or a show from our other fellow writers because I know that if they go to see those shows, they're going to love them, and they're going to look up other musicals and maybe find our show too. There's a saying that good theatre anywhere is good for theatre everywhere. I think by embracing that, we really win.
